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Abstract 
Access to higher education is a topic of high interest, with direct consequences on national educational policies, the development 
of labor market and quality of life. This study aims to identify potential factors which influence the interest of high-school 
students and graduates to get higher education (HE). The research was conducted on a sample of 373 respondents from Iasi, 
Romania using the quantitative method. Identified factors were ranked and also the issue of access to HE of several categories of 
people was approached. These findings can contribute to educational public policies development, especially for developing 
countries, such as Romania. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
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1. Introduction 
There is now a growing trend in the share of population with higher education (HE) in the total adult population 
at the European level. This aspect is highlighted by the fact that between the share of population with HE in the age 
group of 55-74 years and 25-54 years there is a difference of 10 percent. There are big gaps between European 
countries, Romania being on the second lowest place, ahead of Italy (European Commission, Eurostat, 2012). Main 
reason for increasing the share of population with HE is the need to support the middle class, by giving the 
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opportunity to individuals to have access to well-paid jobs (Brannelly et al., 2011), which provide them a minimal 
financial security. Only this way, these countries will be able to develop or maintain competitiveness on a global 
market. Thus, „Higher education is increasingly exposed to strong external expectations to be more visibly useful for 
economy and society, to create stronger incentive-based internal regulation, to identify and meet the needs of 
perceived ‘market forces’.” (Brenan, 2008 apud Brannelly et al., 2011, p. 29). In this context, access to HE requires 
flexibility and constant adaptation of curriculum to market needs. All these aspects support benefits coming from 
practice, everyday life, benefits that refer rather to social advantages. Thereby, universities are required to develop 
the citizens’ both „the skills necessary to be contributing members of society and to ensure that they possess the 
capacity to participate as well-informed members of a political community.” (Williams, 2004, p. 2).  
Another approach to access to HE highlights the challenges coming from the classification of HE into three 
categories: elite, mass and universal (Trow, 2006). The majority of EU states have completed the transition from 
elitist access to a generalized one, but this is still an ongoing process in Romania (Huza and Huza, 2012). Also, it has 
been stated (Tshabangu et al., 2013) that it could be argued that there are cases when some HE institutions or even 
states have returned to elitist access, with a concern only for „shaping the mind and character of a ruling class in 
preparation for their roles” (Tshabangu et al., 2013, p. 124, after Brennan, 2004), the „lower” classes benefiting from 
an education at a limited level, so that they could carry out tasks they are given by the elite (Bailey, 2000 apud 
Tshabangu et al., 2013).  
Therefore, discussions on the access to HE are very complex, however some trends in research can be identified. 
Most studies on access to HE aimed, on the one hand, to identify barriers that might restrict access (Finnie et al., 
2008; Forsyth and Furlong, 2000; Heller, 2001), and, on the other hand, to look at HE in terms of retention (Jensen, 
2011). Later, these barriers have been classified into different categories, both in terms of  access (Heller, 2001) and 
in terms of inequalities (Vukasoviü and Sarrico, 2010), depending on the terms associated with the term access to 
HE.  
This exploratory study researches the access to HE in terms of potential factors, including the interest in pursuing 
HE, but also by identifying the categories of people who may have difficulties in pursuing HE. 
Therefore, in undertaking this study and, implicitly, in designing the questionnaire, several factors are taken into 
account from specialized literature, which may influence access to education: perception of respondents about tuition 
costs, the load of information related to admission, student’s perception regarding the requirements of HE, 
perception of high-school-leaving results, graduated high-school, including possible influences from peers and 
personal interest.  
2. Literature review  
2.1. Conceptual elements of access to educational services 
First, a definition of the term „access to HE” is necessary due to its complexity and multidimensionality. 
One of the most widely accepted views is that access to HE (the authors refer to access to post-secondary 
education – PSE, which can be considered to be similar to HE) „is the result of a complex set of relationships 
involving not only financial factors such as the costs of schooling and student aid but also students’ attitudes to PSE, 
their preparation, their aspirations, and other factors rooted in family background that start early in an individual’s 
life.” (Finnie et al., 2008, p. 3). 
Access to education from a HE perspective can be understood not only as entry/admission to HE, but also as 
retention and successful completion of studies. It is stated that „the international statistics show that the most 
equitable education systems tend to achieve the best educational outcomes.” (The National Office of Equity of 
Access to Higher Education, Higher Education Authority, 2008, p. 15).   
There are certain terms related to access to education: educational disadvantage, equal access or inequality in HE.  
Educational disadvantage can be viewed as „resulting from a discontinuity between the school and non-school 
experience of learners” (The National Office of Equity of Access to Higher Education, Higher Education Authority, 
2008, p. 16). In other words, this aspect „refers to the extent to which the cultural experiences of different groups in 
society are reflected (and validated) in the environment and curriculum of schools”, also referring to „the extent to 
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which different learning styles and learning needs are accommodated in the education system” (The National Office 
of Equity of Access to Higher Education, Higher Education Authority, 2008, p. 16). 
Two types of inequality in HE are defined (Vukasoviü and Sarrico, 2010): inequality as the absence of equality, in 
particular the lack of equality in terms of opportunities (eg. not all interested students have access to HE); inequality 
as a disadvantage - „the smaller likelihood of an event (initial enrolment, progress, completion) for a student with 
certain characteristics.” (Vukasoviü and Sarrico, 2010, p. 5). 
The concept of access to education has been addressed (Ziderman, 2013) from four perspectives: the broadening 
of access (growth of the number of potential students entering HE), the deepening of access (ensuring significant 
proportions of students from non-traditional social classes - the working class, ethnic minorities), retention and 
successful completion of the studies (analyzing the factors that would lead to drop-out, such as the increase of tuition 
fees or downturns in the economy) and maintaining freshman enrolment levels (need to provide loans to students).  
2.2. Main barriers to accessing HE 
Frequently, studies on this topic identify barriers that could restrict people's access to HE both at the time of 
admission of high-school graduates in universities and throughout their studies (Finnie et al., 2008). 
x Barriers that could restrict access to HE at the time of admission 
In this context, the term „barrier” is defined quite briefly and is limited to financial barriers, referring to the one’s 
capacity to cover school fees and those who fall under this category are only those with low income. In reality, the 
barriers are more complex, and there are also „softer” barriers which are more difficult to measure, such as: the 
individual is not sufficiently prepared to pursue HE, is not sufficiently informed about the financial benefits and 
costs or simply cannot see the usefulness of studies, which is often related to family background (Finnie et al., 2008). 
Also, we can discuss about differences in the information held or perceptions (eg. related to costs or benefits) or 
related to differences in preparation (academic or not), these being correlated with the socioeconomic status (Finnie 
et al., 2008). 
The authors Rodriguez and Wan (2010) stated that the term access requires the removal of barriers that have 
limited over time the access of all students to HE. The authors identify three major barriers that have been addressed 
by research and debates on policies: poor academic preparation, lack of financial resources and lack of knowledge 
about application and enrollment in HE. The authors mention that academic rigor and the students’ achievements 
during high-school are strong predictors for their subsequent success at the university (Rodriguez and Wan, 2010, 
after Adelman, 1999 Allensworth, 2006), but that access to rigorous high-quality courses is now unevenly 
distributed  in high-schools. In terms of financial resources, the authors note that their scarcity affects both 
„preparation for and persistence in higher education” (Rodriguez and Wan, 2010, p. 4). 
Defining access in terms of inequality, there have been identified (Vukasoviü and Sarrico, 2010) other barriers or 
obstacles to equality, such as: entrance examinations and fees paid  for preparatory courses for entrance 
examinations run by universities; entrance examinations are usually organized at the headquarters of the faculties, 
which entails additional costs for travel and accommodation for those living outside the areas in which the 
universities are; entrance examinations fees, which are significant costs for those with low income.  
A barrier that we frequently encounter references to in the specialized literature is that of socioeconomic status. It 
has been highlighted that „even with eligibility for the most prestigious tracks, children from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds tend to make less ambitious educational decisions.” (Tieben and Wolbers, 2010, p. 85); these decisions 
are not only due to  the financial and cultural resources that are available, but also to the perception of the probability 
of success (Tieben and Wolbers, 2010; Boudon, 1974 apud Tieben and Wolbers, 2010). Also, parents want to keep 
the status of their families, which means providing at least the same level of education as their own for their children 
(Tieben and Wolbers, 2010, after Erikson and Jonsson, 1996; Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997; Stocké, 2007; van der 
Werfhorst and Hofstede, 2007). 
Besides the interest in getting HE, studies also refer to a number of other aspects that influence the likelihood that 
a young person to accede in HE, such as: social class, gender and the parents’ education. In fact, some authors state 
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that „Overall, the literature on access to higher education sends the message that there is social inequality” (Gayle et 
al., 2002, p. 6).  
 
x  Barriers that could restrict access to HE during university studies 
If we analyze the access to HE in terms of student retention, we may identify factors that were grouped under 
three levels (Jensen, 2011): individual (academic performance, attitudes and satisfaction); institutional (academic 
engagement); social and external (social and family support). Giving up HE can occur also as a result of financial 
issues such as the growth of tuition fees or recession with fewer employment opportunities for students. The 
availability of student loans becomes very important in this context (Ziderman, 2013).  
An integrated view on barriers related to getting HE identifies the following types of barriers (see, for example 
Forsyth and Furlong, 2000; Heller, 2001):    
x financial: tuition fees and living costs, (the scarcity or lack of) funding opportunities through part-time jobs, 
loans, scholarships and grants, student finance policy; 
x geographical: involving factors related to accessibility from remote areas, leaving home, the necessity and 
discomfort of accommodation, travelling; 
x educational: refers to candidate’s initial preparation; the previously graduated school (performance, reputation) 
that impacts the pursuing of education or drop-out; 
x organizational: to which extent the curriculum and academic resources are available for applicants and students; 
x cultural/social/physical: encouragement and support from family, teachers, colleagues and acquaintances; support 
through concrete policies and measures for groups such as minorities and nontraditional students; existence of 
infrastructure for people with special needs. 
3. Methodology and results
3.1. Sample 
To achieve the research aim, an exploratory study was conducted at the level of the city of Iaúi on a sample of 376 
respondents, consisting of 329 students from XIIth grade in the academic year 2012-2013 and 47 high-school 
graduates of 2012, who study at the Faculty of Economics and Business Administration. Because three 
questionnaires were removed due to contradictory responses, the final sample size was of 373 people. 
Distribution of respondents by type of high-school shows that 60.1% come from theoretical high schools, 37.3% 
from technological high-schools and 2.6% from vocational ones.  
Regarding the socio-demographical description of the sample in terms of the control variables which will be taken 
into account in the analysis, 56.6% of respondents are female and 61.9% come from urban areas. 
From the perspective of family's background, the majority come from families whose monthly income is between 
1000 - 2500 RON (41.9%), a significant percentage of 35.5% belonging to families with monthly income below 
1000 RON, and the rest 22.6% of respondents fall within the monthly income of over 2500 RON. In terms of the 
education of parents, a variable that is considered in the specialized literature as being important in the study of the 
access to HE, we found that 51.5% of respondents had at least one parent with high-school education, 32.5% with 
HE and 16% with education below high-school.  
3.2. Method of Measurement 
The instrument used in the analysis was a questionnaire of 8 questions, developed on the basis of specialized 
literature and that aimed to identify the respondents’ perception of the categories of persons that encounter 
difficulties in attending university, on the potential factors (including student-teacher relationship) that may 
influence the access to HE and personal interest in pursuing HE. To identify the categories of persons with 
difficulties in accessing HE, a scale-type question was used, two scale-type questions containing 37 items were used 
for potential factors, and single-choice and multiple-choice questions were used for personal interest.  
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The questionnaire was designed both electronically and on paper. Students completed the questionnaire either 
electronically or on paper. Data analysis consisted of: frequency analysis, correlations and exploratory factorial 
analysis, using the technique of Principal Components and the Varimax/Kaiser Normalization method useful to 
simplify the factor pattern (Hair et al., 2006). 
3.3. Results 
The desire to pursue HE immediately after completing high school or later in life occurs at  85.9% of respondents. 
Respondents who choose to go to college later and not immediately after high school (39 subjects) invoke the lack of 
financial resources as the main reason (76.9%), „other reasons” being the second reason (17.9%), such as „I do not 
know what college to choose”, „do not know yet what I am going to do in the future”, and the third one is that it is 
useless for them (7.7%).  
Regarding the respondents’ perception of the categories of persons who have access to the HE, it is found that 
71.7% believe that not all students completing high school have access to HE, the most disadvantaged being those 
with low income (68%, cumulative percentage), followed by people with disabilities (60% cumulative percentage). 
Respondents believe that minorities and people over 30 years old are the least disadvantaged. Thus, only 30.8% and 
21.4% of respondents, respectively, believe that these have access to HE to a small extent, a percentage of 33.1% 
was associated with persons coming from rural areas. In this context, given the orientation of HE institutions towards 
attracting people with work experience, the results are positive. Nevertheless, there are statistically significant 
differences between respondents who belong to different groups of analysis (Table 1), being relevant the type of 
high-school, the residency of respondents and family monthly income.  
Table 1. Summary of statistically significant differences of averages between different groups of respondents  
Category of persons Ind. 
Residence Type of high-school Family monthly income 
rural urban Sig. theoretical 
technol
ogical Sig. 
< 
1000 
1000
-
2500 
2501
-
4000 
Sig. 
With low income 
N 117 202 
.043 
  
 
   
 Mean 2.2 2.4      
 
With low grades in 
high-school 
 
N 
 
118 
 
203 .000 
 
210 
 
127 .000 
   
  
Mean 2.24 2.8 2.81 2.21    
 
From rural area 
 
N    
 
208 
 
124 .000 
 
118 
 
136  .025 
Mean   3.25 2.77 3 3.15  
 
Over 30 years old 
 
N    
 
198 
 
123 .021 
 
110 
 
127 
 
40 
 
.027 
.019 Mean   3.4 3.3 3.33 3.34 3.73 
 
From the above table it appears that: 
x Respondents who attended a technological high-school compared with those from  theoretical high-schools 
believe that people with low grades in high school, those who come from rural areas and are those who are over 
30 have fewer possibilities to attend university; 
x Respondents from rural areas rather than those from urban areas believe that people with low incomes and those 
with low grades in high-school have fewer possibilities to attend university; 
x Respondents with an income lower than 1000 RON have a reserved approach on access to HE for people from 
rural areas and those over 30. 
We believe that these results are influenced by the experiences of each respondent and their perceptions, which 
leads us to conclude that: 
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x People from rural areas, rather than people from urban areas, perceive financial and educational barriers;  
x Those coming from technological high-schools, rather than those from theoretical ones, perceive as barriers the 
education, area of provenience and age, which may be requirements for advanced education, preparation; 
x Persons from families with monthly income less than 1000 RON, rather than those with incomes greater than 
1000 RON, recognize barriers related to area of provenience and age. 
Another part of the study consisted in identifying potential factors that may influence the access to HE.  
As a consequence of using the Principal Components technique and Varimax/ Kaiser Normalization method, 6 
items were eliminated from the first scale of defining factors because they had an unsatisfactory loading towards a 
single factor or were not loading only on a single factor. The remaining items were loaded on 6 factors: financial (4 
items, Į=0,851), self confidence (4 items, Į =0,673), information held (3 items, Į = 0,792), usefulness (3 items, Į 
=0,455), high-school (3 items, Į =0,652), interest (3 items, Į =0,553). Even though factors of usefulness and interest 
have not passed the internal consistence test (cronbach alpha < 0,6), they were retained as this is an exploratory 
study. Also, two factors were also identified for the second scale referring to the professor-student relationship, 
namely: attitude of support  (7 items, Į =0,914) and workload (2 items, Į =0,549). As these 8 factors can be found in 
specialized literature as factors influencing access to HE, we will consider them potential factors in our study.    
At the level of the whole sample, the results show that usefulness factor ranks first in terms of average (4 of 
maximum 5), which means that the respondents believe that it is useful to pursue HE. Also, a special attention 
should be given to the high-school of provenance (average 3.95), workload during high-school (average 3.78), as 
well as to self-confidence of high-school graduates (average 3.88). 
The results show that there are significant differences between the opinion of respondents belonging to different 
groups on the resulting factors. So that for usefulness (U)/interest (I) towards HE, there is a higher average for XIIth 
grade students (U=3.96/I= 3.86) compared with high-school graduates (U=3.72/I=3.29). The information held factor 
is associated a higher average by high-school graduates (3.59 compared with 3.46 for XIIth grade students), which 
means they are more informed than XIIth grade students on admission, advantages and associated costs.  
Statistically significant differences are recorded also based on the family monthly income, therefore: people with 
family monthly income <1000 RON have the most limited financial resources, the average associated with the 
financial factor is the lowest (2.51); people with family income> 2500 RON/month seem to have more self-
confidence than those with family monthly income <1000 RON (an average of 4.02 compared to 3.55). These results 
show that family monthly income less than 1000 RON can be a barrier that prevents access to HE from two 
perspectives: the inability to cover costs and the negative impact on self-confidence.    
Also, for the variable the education of parents, significant differences are recorded in the financial, self-
confidence and access to information factors, factors that are assigned higher averages in the case of respondents that 
have at least one parent who has HE.  
Regarding the manifestation of potential factors mentioned above depending on the respondents’ desire to pursue 
HE, we have found statistically significant differences for all 8 factors. For example, for those who want to go to 
university immediately after graduating high school (75.4% of respondents), first in the hierarchy of averages scores 
high-school (the feeling of being proud of the school, being encouraged by peers and teachers), followed closely by 
self-confidence and usefulness. For those who do not desire/do not know if they are going to attend university, the 
obtained  averages for these factors are significantly different, being much smaller than of those who will attend 
university (high-school: 3.45 compared to 3.99; self-confidence: 3.11 compared to 3.88; usefulness: 3.57 compared 
to 4).  
A correlation analysis has been conducted to verify whether there is an association between the eight identified 
factors and control variables, such as place of origin (rural or urban), type of high-school, monthly family income, 
parents’ education and the desire to pursue HE. The results highlighted that:  
x there is a moderate association between the desire to pursue HE and the self-confidence and information held 
factors and a weak association between the desire to pursue HE and the remaining 6 identified factors; 
specifically, the desire to pursue HE is associated with a higher level of manifestation of factors that may 
influence the access to HE. 
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x there is a moderate association between financial factor and the variables education of parents and monthly 
income, thus, the more the average of financial factor increases, the more the level of education of parents and 
family monthly income increase; 
x there is a significant association between self-confidence factor and the variable of the type of high-school, which 
makes us conclude that people who have graduated a theoretical high-school have a higher self-confidence than 
those from technological high-schools; there is also a moderate association between the type of high-school 
variable and the factors information held  and type of high-school, which means that people who graduate a 
theoretical high-school believe that they have more information, and high-school has higher importance. 
4. Conclusions and implications on HE policies and strategies  
As we have observed, by researching specialized literature, the access to HE is defined in a complex way and 
requires, automatically, as complex solutions/education policies. To ensure access to HE, this issue should be 
considered in an integrated way, considering the entire educational system, especially that it has been shown that 
factors pertaining to the graduated high-school are of high importance (Frempong et al., 2012). The graduated high-
school is also an important milestone for the participants in this study, this ranking first in the hierarchy for 
respondents who want to pursue HE immediately after graduating high-school. Significant differences between those 
who wish to pursue HE and those who will not/do not know if they are going to pursue HE are recorded for all the 8 
factors identified in this study: financial, self-confidence, information held, usefulness, high-school, interest, attitude 
of support of high-school teachers and workload.  
When the issue of access is addressed broadly, there are certain factors, which although apparently do not pertain 
to the HE system, it should take them into consideration, and we are referring here at: interest in pursuing HE, the 
family background, education of parents.  
Regarding interest and perception of usefulness of pursuing HE of respondents in this study, it appears that 
although these potential factors have not passed the test of internal consistency, these can have complex implications 
on access to HE. For example, because these factors have a higher level of manifestation for high-school graduates 
than for XIIth grade students, a number of questions can be raised such as: „Do high-school students know the 
advantages of pursuing HE?”; „Do high-school students know their real potential? ”; „ Are they determined to 
pursue a certain career?”; „How can the students with potential but who do not receive direct support from parents 
be supported?”   
As has been shown in the specialized literature, the level of education of parents may influence the manifestation 
of potential factors that influence access to HE, given the fact that respondents who have at least one parent with HE 
have obtained higher values for the factors: self-confidence, information held and financial.   
The study results also show that the family's monthly income less than 1000 RON of respondents may represent a 
barrier that prevents access to HE from two perspectives: the inability to cover costs and the negative impact on self-
confidence. This barrier is most often highlighted in the specialized literature (see, for example Finnie et al., 2008; 
Rodriguez and Wan, 2010) and that is why the solutions should be based on a different analysis than the current one, 
namely: analysis of median family income, of the difference between needs and income, of availability of loans and 
of the negative attitude of certain social classes towards debt (see Williams, 2004).    
It seems that the barriers, which, according to specialized literature, prevent the access to HE (educational level, 
geographical origin, age, level of income), are perceived differently by respondents, depending on the area of origin 
of the respondent (urban or rural), type of graduated high-school and monthly income of the family.  
In terms of broadening the access to HE (Ziderman, 2013), the solutions are a continuous international concern, 
which led to undertaking extensive research that led to conclusions such as: moderate tuition fees, together with 
providing financial support is an effective way for countries to increase access to HE (Orsanisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, 2012).     
Regarding access to HE in terms of deepening the access, the focus will be on changing the „composition” of the 
mass of students, so as to achieve a socially acceptable balance of different socio-economic groups. Consequently, 
we consider the groups of generally disadvantaged people and which, normally, would not pursue HE.  
Nationally, there is no research that evaluates the access rates dynamically for Romania and that identifies the 
determining factors of access to universities and there are no clear policies supporting the increase of access rates for 
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high-school graduates. The lack of concrete policies in this direction, as well as in the growth of student retention to 
complete their studies are essential barriers in the perception of the benefits of HE.  
As a consequence of the diversified approach to barriers in HE, universities reaction should be complex, that 
would not have at its core only financial support. From a study, it resulted that, when people who are qualified to go 
to college do not choose this option, it is a purely rational choice (David et al., 2008). This is based on their own 
interests, which make them choose short-term training that involves fewer costs, another reason being the lack of 
required, of interest forms of education (both in terms of curriculum and in terms of practical requirements) in HE.  
Given the fact that recent studies (Jensen, 2011; Ziderman, 2013) focus on assessing not only access but also  
persistence in HE, where the role of universities is increased, we aim to contribute to this area of research, through 
further studies.  
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